distinguishable through patterns of signs.5 In certain conservative cultures, bodily perfection symbolizes an ideal theocracy, and these cultures construct symbolic patterns and rituals in which elaborate purification procedures provide a measure of internal control against evolution or change. The Fourth Lateran Council established purification rituals through the penitentials with their intense focus on bodily purity and social taboo; penance, however, was preparatory to and inseparable from the eucharistic ritual of the Mass. Always an important subject in the writings of the Church Fathers, the Host grew to be "the single most important image to Christians from the middle of the thirteenth century onward."6 The eucharistic bread thus emerged as the central symbol of ritual action in the late Middle Ages and eventually exceeded its liturgical function to become a civic and sociological symbol.7 How medieval English devotional literature transformed this symbol to verify a historiography of Jewish ritual murder and a practice of persecution both before and after the expulsion of 1290 reflects a changing notion of the place of Jews in medieval Christian eschatology.8 The term "persecution literature," as defined by Rene Girard, is an appropriate referent in a historically contextualized study that casts the "Prioress's Tale" as a semifictionalized account "of real violence, often collective, told from the perspective of the persecutors, and therefore influenced by characteristic distortions."9 In writing this tale, Chaucer had to make the same kinds of authorial decisions as did such writers of persecution literature as Thomas of Monmouth, who composed the life of William of Norwich, or Guillaume de Machaut, who describes the persecution of the Jews in his Judgement of the King of Navarre. Because they purport to historical veracity, each of these narratives requires to be explored in its local historical, cultural, and political context. By contrast with those in France, Jewish communities in England lacked full assimilation and a long historical presence. While it is beyond my scope to make claims for a "distinctive" brand of English anti-Judaism, it is relevant to point out that England was severe in symbolized by the inviolable body of Mary so eloquently described in her prologue, undergirds an authoritative medieval notion of community. Her tale is about purgation and hieratic order. It appropriately follows the "Shipman's Tale" in Fragment VII (Group B2), a tale that revels in disorder, carnality, and deception. When the Hoost swears " by corpus dominus" (p. 160, line 435) , he gives the Prioress an occasion to transform blasphemy into "laud" and impart to the pilgrims the same sense of awe that Mary creates within the tale through the purification of community and miracle of the clergeon's body. The Prioress offers her audience univocal rather than polysemous symbols and imaginatively conjures a world without tangible ambiguities and bodily corruption. Like the audience envisaged for the sermon exempla, the pilgrims participate in a miracle of wholeness. But, as I noted earlier in citing Douglas, skepticism requires the routine reintroduction of pollutants in ritual or narrative, thence to be castigated and communally expelled. This dynamic, in significant measure, accounts for the Prioress's anti-Judaism.34
As we have seen in the eucharistic sermon exempla, spatial ambiguity proves endangering to the Christian community. Religion helped to formulate a sense of "urban space, time, and community" in the Like the elevation of the Host, the instant of perfect adoration and sacramental wholeness celebrated by the Prioress and her fellows is brief. She offers them her vision of a purified community-one which, to judge from Chaucer's serial portrayals in the "General Prologue," her own religious community fails to realize. That the pilgrims respond to her narrative as they do testifies to the power of this at once sacramental and social vision and to the success of its dissemination after the Fourth Lateran Council. In our own historically situated and conflicted responses, we should not underestimate the appeal of such a narrative to a late medieval English audience.
